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Abstract
Listening skills have long been considered the most used of  the four skills 
of  language (White, 2006; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992).  However, despite the 
importance of  teaching listening skills, it has also been noted that listening is 
often overlooked in language classrooms (Nunan, 1997; White, 2006).  There are 
several reasons for this.  Many teachers feel that listening skill is acquired naturally 
by teaching speaking and reading and that students will just develop listening skills 
through conversation with peers or by simply listening to the instructor.  There is 
also a complaint that despite the multitude of  online listening materials available, 
there is limited access to level-appropriate listening material.  This paper looks at a 
project to develop student listening ability without relying on material that comes 
from textbooks or online resources.  This paper will focus on three activities in 
which students created their own listening materials in order to recognize the 
rhythmic structure of  English, the functions of  stress and intonation to convey 
information, typical word order patterns, and vocabulary used in common 
conversational topics.
Introduction
　 Listening skills have long been considered the most used of  the four skills 
of  language (White, 2006; Scarcella & Oxford, 1992).  One only has to look at 
the popularity of  YouTube to recognize this.  In fact, one estimate suggested 
that listening is used twice as much as speaking skills, and four to five times 





as much as reading and writing skills (Rivers, 1981).  Listening is the primary 
means by which incoming ideas and information are received (Devine, 1982).  In 
business, it has been estimated that executives spend as much as 40% of  their 
time listening (Burley-Allen, 1995), and that adults in general spend about 50% 
of  their time listening (Mendelsohn and Rubin, 1995).  In education, listening 
ability is regarded as fundamental and even as a prerequisite to learning the other 
language skills (Cheung, 2010).  Listening has “the heaviest processing demands 
because learners must both remember information while working to understand 
what the information means” (Rubin, 1995, p. 8).  Listening is essential not only 
as a receptive skill but also is pivotal in the development of  spoken language 
proficiency (Rost, 1991).
　 However, despite the importance of  teaching listening skills, less time is spent 
in the classroom on teaching listening strategies or listening comprehension than 
time spent on speaking, reading or writing (Nunan, 1997; White, 2006).  There 
are several reasons for this.  Many teachers feel that listening skill can just be 
acquired naturally through conversation with peers or through simply listening to 
the instructor.  Further, since listening is seen as a passive skill, much like reading, 
it is harder for teachers to give direct feedback on listening than with speaking or 
writing where this is a clear product.  As a result, while listening might be assessed 
in a class, either indirectly via a conversation test or directly via a listening test, less 
time is spent in the classroom on direct listening practice.  This is particularly true 
for English conversation instructors who design their own materials rather than 
use a textbook which comes with a CD.
　 There is also debate about the use of  authentic materials or materials that 
have been ‘watered down’ to the students’ level.  Many educators have noted the 
importance of  using authentic materials to develop listening skills.  They note that 
authentic materials can be more motivating (Guariento & Morley, 2001; Chavez, 
1998), provide richer cultural information, present language as it is actually used 
in the real world, model a wide variety of  accents, and support a more creative 
approach to teaching (Richards, 2001).  In the case of  video, students might see 
examples of  non-verbal communication such as body language and space language, 
the distance between speakers, which might help students when interacting 
with native speakers of  that language.  Clearly authentic materials are useful for 
students, but there are concerns as well.  These materials often contain difficult 
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vocabulary and complex grammatical structures.  The cultural references might 
also be too challenging for students to understand even if  they do understand 
the grammar and vocabulary.  Providing students with enough information to 
understand these cultural references, while sometimes valuable, could also be time 
consuming and a burden on teachers (Kilickaya, 2004).  What students need is a 
combination of  both, not one extreme or the other.  Students need exposure to 
authentic listening material but they also need material that is more tailored to their 
level and tailored to the particular skills that they are practicing in the classroom, 
too (Guariento & Morley, 2001).
　 Finding material that is not authentic to supplement and support specific skills 
or grammatical structures is a challenge.  Most teachers rely on textbooks for this 
material.  However, many of  these textbooks offer uninteresting conversations or 
monologues that focus solely on grammatical structures rather than on particular 
conversation strategies and are less likely to be stimulating for students.  Students 
need variety and excitement; they need material that is meaningful for them; 
they need material that is more than just learning grammar rules, vocabulary and 
pronunciation.
　 This paper then looks at a project to develop student listening ability without 
relying on authentic materials or materials that come from textbooks or online 
resources.  Specifically, the aim of  the project was for students to hear model 
conversations, monologues and presentations in order to recognize the rhythmic 
structure of  English, the functions of  stress and intonation to convey information, 
typical word order patterns, and vocabulary used in common conversational 
topics.  The other aim was for student to hear these models at a level of  difficulty 
that matched their own abilities, yet was also meaningful and interesting for them. 
To do this, students were either given material for them to recite and in essence 
be the material for others to hear or to create their own listening material for 
other students in the class.  Finally, students were expected to demonstrate their 
knowledge, understanding and application of  the material in oral production 
through paired conversation tests and in 3― to 5―minute presentations.  This 
paper will focus on three activities in which students created their own listening 
materials, materials that were both level-appropriate and which matched the goals 




　 One listening practice activity that students did in the project was pyramid 
readings or short dictation exercises.  In this activity, students are put into groups 
of  three.  They are then given a reading passage that has been divided into three 
parts.  Each student in the group receives one of  the three parts of  the story, 
which are marked Part I, Part II and Part III, so that students can take turns 
reading their part of  the story to the other members of  their group in the correct 
order.  See Appendix A for a sample of  a pyramid reading on the topic of  family. 
As each student reads, the other students take notes.  Rather than dictate the story 
word for word, students need only take notes of  the most relevant information. 
Students are encouraged to take notes in the target language but may take notes 
in the L1 if  needed.  As students take notes, they are encouraged to stop the 
reader to ask for clarification, for how to spell key words, or for time for them to 
write down information, which are all conversation strategies that students have 
practiced beforehand.  As students read aloud their stories, the instructor walks 
around to make sure students are taking notes.  After each part of  the story is told 
and students are satisfied with their notes, they then work together as a group to 
make five quiz questions about the reading passage.  Each student must record 
the five questions separately and know the answers to them.  When students have 
finished making five questions, they ask the instructor to check the questions for 
accuracy.  The teacher may also check whether students know the answer to one 
or more of  the questions.  When all groups have finished, students stand and 
individually quiz other students in the class.
　 While the reading passage itself  is admittedly not student-generated － it is 
provided by the instructor － the dictation activity is controlled by the students. 
Usually with listening activities, it is the teacher who controls how the material is 
played and how often.  This is one of  the fundamental problems with listening 
material in textbooks.  Usually only the teacher has the CD and has control of  
how often the material is played.  Even if  students have separate CDs in their 
textbooks, there are likely not enough CD players for them to listen to the material 
separately.  Some textbooks have solved this by putting materials online but unless 
the classroom has Wi-Fi or the class is held in a computer classroom, it is unlikely 
that students will listen to the online material in the classroom.  Here, however, 
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students can control the speed of  the dictation and can repeat the dictation or 
parts of  the dictation as often as they wish.  Students can also stop the speaker 
at any time if  they need time for taking notes.  In a whole class setting, students 
would not have this opportunity or would be reluctant to ask a teacher to stop 
playing the listening material.  In small groups of  three, however, students are 
much more likely to interact with each other to understand the passage.  This 
means students have more opportunities for understanding the passage, which 
then increases their motivation and self-confidence.
　 Another benefit of  pyramid reading dictation activities is that students are 
actively involved in using all four skills.  Students practice not only listening and 
note-taking skills, but also reading, writing and speaking skills.  They can practice 
speaking skills such as checking and confirming meaning, interrupting and 
questioning as well as pronunciation, rhythm, intonation and stress.  Using all four 
skills increases the chance that students will comprehend and subsequently apply 
the grammar and vocabulary from the material or unit being covered in class.  It 
also gives the instructor an opportunity to observe what areas students may have 
trouble with.
　 Finally, the activity itself  is interactive.  Students must work together to 
complete the task and negotiate meaning, not only in the exchange of  information 
but also in confirming that they comprehend what was said.  This activity holds 
students accountable for completing the task and for being involved in their own 
learning.  Student autonomy and active participation in completing the task also 
lead to higher levels of  motivation.  Compare this activity with one common in 
ESL/EFL classrooms in which students are listening to a textbook CD being 
played at the front of  the class.  Even if  students are put in groups and asked 
to compare notes, students do not interact with one another until the listening 
material is finished and such interaction may be limited to just looking at what 
others have written.
　 Also, since the instructor is the one who creates the passage, the material is 
more likely to be focused on the particular grammar and vocabulary of  the topic 
and level appropriate for the students.  In doing this, students will have a better 
chance of  understanding the material or understanding enough of  it to guess at 
unknown words.  Whatever cultural bias that appears in the passage can also be 
selected carefully by the instructor so as not to confuse or overburden students 
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with too much information.  Lastly, by breaking the story into three parts, students 
can take a short break during the listening to check a dictionary or to mentally 
‘recharge.’ Thus, allowing students to potentially cover a much longer listening 
than they otherwise would be capable of  if  the listening were given all at one time. 
A six-minute listening task might be too demanding for low-level students, but 
three two-minute listening tasks might not.  Also, since the voice of  the listening 
task is one of  their classmates, students may have more interest in what is being 
said.
　 When selecting a passage for this activity, teachers should create a story related 
to the topic or unit being covered in class so that students have an opportunity to 
see how the grammar and vocabulary of  the topic is used in context.  The story 
should provide students with a model for how to explain that topic.  Teachers 
may even create a story based on their own experiences to make the story more 
personal.  This also allows the teacher to alternatively ask students to make five 
follow-up questions, questions where the answers are not given in the passage, 
instead of  quiz questions.  Then, instead of  quizzing other students, each group 
can select their own favorite follow-up question and interview the teacher to solicit 
more information, which they might be expected to do after a presentation or 
an extended talk by one of  their peers.  Using the same grammar and vocabulary 
from the model, students can then create their own story to give either a short 
presentation or an extended talk whereby the speaker explains a story while a 
group of  listeners interrupts, asks questions and responds much like in a normal 
conversation.  Teachers could follow this listening activity up with similar authentic 
material.  By doing the pyramid reading first, students may be more prepared and 
have more confidence with challenging higher-level material.
Student Interviews
　 Another activity students can do to increase their listening comprehension 
ability is student interviews.  In these interviews, students are assigned to groups 
of  three or four.  Each group receives or selects a topic, usually related to the one 
being discussed in class.  In each group, students make 4―6 interview questions 
which are checked by the instructor.  For example, if  students are working on the 
topic of  school and education, they may ask the following questions about high 
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school:
What was your favorite class in high school? 
What was your least favorite class in high school? 
Where did you go for your final school trip? 
Did you belong to a club in high school? Which one? 
What is your best memory of  high school?
Another group may decide to do a different subtopic related to the idea of  school 
and education, such as on school clubs, and ask a different set of  questions:
Have you ever belonged to a school club? 
If  so, which one(s) have you belonged to? 
How long have you been doing that club? 
Do you think students who have a low GPA should be allowed to participate 
in a school club? 
Should high school students be forced to belong to a club?
Topics or subtopics may be the same or different, depending on the level of  the 
students, student interest, or what was previously introduced or discussed in class. 
Teachers may elect to give each group a different subtopic related to the theme of  
the class or unit for greater variety but that is not necessary.  Different groups may 
have some of  the same questions, but the answers will still vary.
　 Students should be encouraged to focus on wh-questions rather than yes/
no questions, though they may combine the two, so that there is a greater range 
of  answers and answer forms.  Once the questions have been checked by the 
instructor, group members should select one person in the group to be the 
interviewer and the others as the interviewees.  Using the list of  questions they 
have created, the students record an interview much like a survey done on the 
street with a short introduction by the interviewer to set up the topic of  the 
interview.  Lower-level students may need to script the interview beforehand or do 
several practice sessions.  Higher-level students may only need one practice session 
or some time to prepare answers.
　 After students record the interview, they must make a list of  5―7 quiz 
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questions.  The answers for the quiz questions must be stated in the interview.  If  
names are used in the interview, students can use names in the questions or they 
may use generic terms like “Man 1,” “Man 2” or “the first woman,” “the second 
woman.” The group should also make an answer key for the quiz questions on a 
separate piece of  paper.
　 After the quiz questions are finished, the group should have them checked by 
the instructor.  Once two groups have finished their quiz questions and they have 
both been checked by the instructor, they can exchange their recorded interviews. 
This way if  a group finishes early, it does not have to wait until all the other groups 
are done.  Groups will then listen to the recording and take notes on the exchange, 
writing down both the questions that were asked and the answers that were given 
by each respondent.  Once students are satisfied with their notes, they will try to 
answer the quiz questions the other group has provided.  These answers can then 
be checked by the answer key.
　 This collaborative learning activity allows students to practice and confirm 
their knowledge of  basic question and answer patterns related to the topic being 
covered in class, and check their listening comprehension.  Students also get a 
model of  a variety of  answers from not only the members of  their group but also 
from the recording made by the other group.  Students can also practice and hear 
whatever conversation strategies that have been covered in class, too, such as back 
channeling (un-huh, hm-mmm), showing surprise (Oh, really?), or buying for time 
(That’s a difficult question.  Give me a second.). Furthermore, since the interview 
questions are created by the students, students can enjoy some autonomy and 
empowerment, which, as mentioned earlier, can be motivating for them.  The 
answers for the interview are also based on the students’ experiences or opinions 
so unlike a scripted dialogue in a textbook which students might practice from, this 
activity is more meaningful for them in both the creation stage and in the listening 
comprehension and note-taking stage.  Lastly, the interviews, while admittedly 
not following the conventions of  a normal conversation, do allow students an 
opportunity to practice many of  the same expressions that might appear in a 
conversation.
　 The interview activity can be either high stakes, assessed and given a grade, 
or low stakes, done for practice and feedback for future student performance. 
If  for assessment, teachers can use the interview recordings to assess student 
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pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and fluency.  The benefit here is that since 
the interviews are recorded, the teacher does not have to listen to each interview 
in class, which is particularly difficult in large classrooms due to noise or time 
constraints.  Teachers can provide feedback to the class as a whole or to individual 
students.  Alternatively, the recordings could be given to yet another group for 
peer assessment based on the specific criteria discussed in class.  Groups could 
also listen to their own interview a final time and do a self-assessment.
　 For follow up, the teacher may choose to select a superior model from the class 
and use it as material in a subsequent lesson for the whole class.  Alternatively, 
the teacher could have the group that listened to the interview make a short 
presentation on the interview and the interview results to the whole class.
Scripted Conversations
　 The final activity presented here for students to practice listening 
comprehension is scripted conversations.  In the scripted conversations, students 
are assigned to write a conversation between two people on the topic discussed 
in class for homework.  Students are expected to use whatever conversation 
strategies have been covered in class.  The conversations can be written by hand 
or typed, whichever the students prefer; however, students must bring two copies 
of  the conversation to class.  The conversation does not need to be limited to a set 
number of  words.  Instead, the teacher should set a specific number of  times that 
each person in the conversation speaks, ideally 6―10 times, so that the conversation 
is between 1―2 minutes long.  A sample of  a scripted conversation is in Appendix B. 
Students must also make five quiz questions about the conversation and write the 
answers to these questions on a separate piece of  paper.
　 In the following class, students are put in pairs.  Each student gives one copy 
of  their scripted conversation to their partner.  Then, the pair of  students will 
take turns reading both conversations aloud.  After they have finished reading 
both conversations, they must select one of  the conversations to record.  Students 
should be given enough time (usually 10 minutes) to ask the teacher about any 
questions they may have about pronunciation, grammar or vocabulary, to make any 
changes they want to the conversation, writing all changes on the prepared script, 
and to practice the conversation before making the recording.  After groups have 
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finished making the recording, they should listen to it to make sure the recording 
is correct.  Then the students will exchange recordings with another group and 
listen to the other group’s recording and take notes.  After they are satisfied with 
their notes, they will get the prepared quiz questions and try to answer them with 
their partner using their notes.  If  they need to listen to the conversation again, 
they may do so.  For lower-level students, the teacher may want to allow them to 
see the quiz questions before they listen to the recording.
　 After students answer the questions, they can check the answer key.  Then 
each student submits one of  the two copies of  the conversation to the instructor 
for feedback and/or assessment.  Teachers may also decide to use the recorded 
conversation for feedback and/or assessment.  Since teachers have a script 
of  the conversation, they can, like with a draft in a writing assignment, make 
comments and give written feedback to address grammar or vocabulary mistakes, 
the appropriateness and frequency of  the conversation strategies, places where 
students should have asked follow-up questions, and so on.  Teachers may also 
choose to listen to the recordings and give feedback on pronunciation, rhythm, 
stress and intonation.  This activity is especially useful because often times it is 
difficult for teachers to give formative feedback in an oral conversation class 
because of  the number of  students in the class.  However, here the teacher can 
listen to the conversation outside of  class and take notes on common errors for a 
subsequent lesson, such as common grammar or pronunciation errors.  The best 
conversation can later be printed up as a superior model for the class to practice.
　 Like with the interviews, students are responsible for making the text and 
questions on their own, using the patterns and vocabulary introduced in class. 
This gives students an opportunity to be creative when writing their conversation. 
Students must also analyze both conversation scripts to choose the better one for 
the recording.  Both the script and the recording also give students an opportunity 
to demonstrate their knowledge and comprehension of  the forms introduced in 
class, and that they can apply these forms correctly and appropriately.  Students 
are also presented with several models of  conversation: the written model they 
created, the written model their partner created, and the recorded model from the 
other group.  This means students see and hear multiple examples of  question 
and answer patterns, conversation strategies, and stress, rhythm and intonation 
patterns.  Since students can write the conversation for homework and practice 
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the conversation before making the recording, the activity is less stressful than a 
speaking test, yet it prepares them for the same set of  skills which they will need 
to demonstrate when taking one.
　 Students could also evaluate another group’s recorded conversation or do a 
self-assessment of  their own to show their understanding of  the rubric that will be 
used for a future performance such as a conversation test.
Conclusion
　 Students need listening practice when studying a foreign language.  While 
certainly there are benefits to using authentic listening material, students also 
need material that is level appropriate and which directly targets the skills they 
are working on.  Most textbooks offer listening practice, either through a class or 
student CD or through online activities, but the activities often sound artificial 
and are not that interesting for students.  To get students more involved in 
listening activities, teachers should consider having students create their own 
listening material or at least be the voice of  the listening material such as with 
the three examples given in this paper.  Students will be able to demonstrate their 
knowledge, comprehension and application of  the material in class as they create 
and later listen to the material in class.  By making it a collaborative project, the 
activity becomes much more interesting and student-focused since students will 
be listening to their peers, not nameless, faceless speakers on a CD.  Moreover, 
teachers will be able to better assess students’ understanding of  the material in 
these activities since there are opportunities to check and give feedback during the 
creation stage, the recording stage and the comprehension stage.
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APPENDIX A. 1
Dictation Practice: Introducing Your School Life I
Read your part of  the story to your partners.
Part I: John lived in a small town.  There was only one public high school and 
one private high school.  He went to the public one.  He had to take the school 
bus to school every morning and his stop was the last one, so sometimes there 
was no good place to sit on the bus.  When he was a freshman, he was the second 
shortest boy in the school.  Only his best friend, Andrew, was shorter than him. 
Sometimes seniors would bully the freshmen, so John was a little scared at first. 
However, the seniors didn’t bother him because he was good at sports and was on 
the tennis team in the spring and the cross-country team in the fall.
Listen to your partner and take notes of  what they say below.
Question formation
In your group, write five quiz questions below about the story you have read and 
listened to.  Check your spelling and grammar carefully.  When you finish, check 









Dictation Practice: Introducing Your School Life II
Listen to your partner and take notes of  what they say below.
Now read your part of  the story to your partners.
Part II: When John was a sophomore, he took driving class and got a driver’s 
license after he turned sixteen.  When he became a junior, he got a car.  It was very 
cheap, only 450 dollars (about 50,000 yen).  Then he could drive to school instead 
of  taking the bus.  If  you have a car or have a driver’s license, then you can also 
start dating.  John’s first girlfriend was Angela.  They used to play tennis together, 
go to the movies, play miniature golf  (putter golf) and visit the local ice cream 
store.  Sometimes he went to the high school football and basketball games with 
his friends to cheer on the school team.
Listen to your partner and again take notes of  what they say below.
Question formation
In your group, write five quiz questions below about the story you have read and 
listened to.  Check your spelling and grammar carefully.  When you finish, check 
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APPENDIX A. 3
Dictation Practice: Introducing Your School Life III
Listen to your partners and take notes of  what they say below.
Now read your part of  the story to your partners.
Part III: There are three big dances in high school.  However, the biggest dance 
is Prom.  Usually only juniors and seniors can go.  Students dress up in tuxedoes 
and prom dresses, go to nice restaurants, and then go to the school gym or 
government hall for a dance.  They have professional pictures taken and go to a 
party later.  It can be expensive.  Men spend about 30,000―80,000 yen.  Sometimes 
couples will even rent a limousine.  For John’s Prom he had a tennis tournament 
in another city and he returned late.  He was very tired after playing tennis matches 
and driving 3 hours to come home.  However, it was still a nice memory for him.
Question formation
In your group, write five quiz questions below about the story you have read and 
listened to.  Check your spelling and grammar carefully.  When you finish, check 









Listening Practice through Scripted Conversations
For homework, write a dialogue using the question and answer patterns and 
conversation strategies that we have practiced in class.  Give at least one example 
of  a person asking for clarification and at least two examples of  where a person 
shows understanding.  Each person in the dialogue must speak at least 10 times. 
Prepare five comprehension questions about the dialogue on a separate piece of  
paper.  Bring two copies of  the dialogue to class.  Look at the sample below.
Sample Conversation
K:  Hi, Maya.
M:  Hi, Kei.
K:  How are you?
M:  Okay.  I’m a little sleepy.  I woke up early today.
K:  Oh, really? Why?
M:  Because it takes me a long time to come to school.
K:  I see.  Where do you live?
M:  In Kameyama.  It’s a very small town.  It’s in Mie.  Do you know it?
K:  No, I don’t.  How long does it take you to come to school?
M:  About two hours.
K:   That’s terrible.  I live close to school.  It only takes me 15 minutes to come to 
school.
M:  How lucky.  I envy you.
K:  Thank you.  Is your town famous for anything?
M:  Uh-huh.  Candles.
K:  What? What are candles?
M:  Candles.  You light them to make a small fire to light up the room.
K:  Oh, I see.
M:  There are some factories in my town which makes candles.
K:  I see.  So how small is it? How many people live there?
M:  I don’t know but maybe 50,000.
K:  Oh, I see.  That’s pretty small.
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Sample Comprehension Questions
Q1 Where does Maya live?
Q2 How long does it take Maya to come to school? How long does it take Kei?
Q3 What is Maya’s town famous for making?
Q4 How many people live in Maya’s town?
Q5 How many times do they say “I see”?
